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xviii Encounter 

distinctly Nouwcnesque ring: Christian mystical writings (such as those 
by St. Teresa of Avila and St. John of the Cross), the work of Thomas 
Merton, and the history of medieval religious art. As Nouwen, too, had 
been shaped by these influences (among others), and had become a pro¬ 
lific author, I felt compelled to buy his books. 

By then I was working for the BBC, and every time I went away on an 
assignment Nouwen would come, too, in the form of a paperback lodged 
in between the socks, shirts, and sound equipment in the overnight bag. 
Here was someone I could journey with, the spiritual guide to whom I felt 
closest when the institutional church in particular seemed at its most 
unspiritual. One day in 1992 I learned that Nouwen was in Britain speak¬ 
ing at the Greenbelt Arts Festival. His book The Return of the Prodigal 
Son , a meditation on the seventeenth-century painting by Rembrandt, 
had just been published. 1 decided to approach him about the possibility 
of recording an interview for Seeds of Faith, a late-night Sunday slot on 
BBC Radio 4. 1 didn’t know for certain whether Nouwen, with his strong 
Dutch accent, would be easy to understand or even whether he would 
merit a half-hour broadcast: He was much more famous in the United 
States than he was in Britain. In any event, it was a chance to meet 
Nouwen at last, so I went ahead. 1 tracked him down to a retreat center in 
Surrey and left a message on the answering machine there, waiting for a 
call back from one of his PR people. Within the hour the phone rang. It 
was the man himself, pronouncing his name “Henry Now-un,” and tell¬ 
ing me how pleased he would be “to connect.” In personal terms, at least, 
it was a scoop. 

A week later I found myself driving to Northampton to meet him face- 
to-face. For an encounter with someone who had written so extensively 
about restlessness, the date could not have been more appropriate: August 
28, feast day of St. Augustine of Hippo, who had prayed, “Thou madest 
me for thyself and my heart is restless until it repose in thee.” I was 
punctual, but what I didn’t realize then was that Nouwen expected people 
to turn up at least a quarter of an hour before their appointments. As I 
walked into the hotel with my tape recorder, I noticed a tall, gaunt figure 
with a flat cap, plaid scarf, and bright red shoulder bag standing by the 
reception desk—about to leave. A large, firm hand reached out to greet 
me, the same expressive hand that was to give the microphone a clout or 
two during the interview. The conversation covered many areas of the 
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priest’s life and was the only interview Nouwen ever gave to the BBC. 
(For the broadcast eleven months later, the interview was interspersed 
with the jazz violin playing of Yehudi Menuhin and Stephane Grappelli 
to symbolize Nouwen’s restless soul.) 3 

After the recording Nouwen invited me to Greenbelt to hear him lec¬ 
ture, so I drove him and his assistant, filmmaker Bart Gavigan, to the 
campsite. But in the car on the way over I noticed Nouwen’s change of 
mood. After our lively discussion at the hotel, he sat pensively beside me, 
saying little. The passion and energy had evaporated, and he seemed 
preoccupied, possibly thinking about the talk he was to give. 

Once inside the hospitality tent, Nouwen began to take great interest in 
the other speakers who were arriving. Catching sight of a gray-haired 
figure in a purple shirt, he blurted out: “Who’s he?” Informed that it was 
one of the senior bishops in the Church of England, Nouwen abruptly 
left his seat and darted over to introduce himself. But he returned to his 
seat crestfallen: “He wouldn’t come and join us,” he lamented. Then he 
spotted somebody else who looked intriguing: “Who’s that?” And he 
vanished. But he was back before lunch, joining hands with those around 
the table. As I had to wait a little longer for my meal than the others, he 
insisted on breaking off a piece of his Red Leicester cheese so I didn’t get 
hungry. After lunch he charged to the back of the tent to thank the 
kitchen staff, brushing off gentle pleas from Bart Gavigan to move toward 
the Odyssey Tent, where he was due to give the first of three talks. 
Although he clearly had a mind of his own, he soon returned, saying 
nervously, “Now, what am I going to talk to them about?” Reassured, he 
made his way to the tent for his opening lecture, “Being the Beloved of 
God,” a central theme in all his preaching and writing. I sat on the grass 
and watched him in action for the first time, his animated hands and 
elastic body preaching the Good News to over one hundred young people 
whom he excited with his words but could still to silent prayer with equal 
command. 

After the seminar he came up and quiedy thanked me for staying. He 
told me to keep in touch, and we did over the next couple of years, 
writing occasionally and sending books. But more than anything else it 
was his presence that day that remained with me. I remember my shock 
and sorrow one Friday morning at the BBC when I caught sight of a 
front-page headline in an Anglican religious newspaper— NOUWEN DIES 
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